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Future talk: Parenting for a digital future for young people with a
disability
Meryl  Alper  says  the  relationship  between  disabled  children  and  the
digital  future  is a complicated one.  In  this post, she  looks at one U.S.­
American  family’s  story  and  discusses  how  it’s  characteristic  of many
parent’s  talk  of  the  future,  digital  media  and  its  role  in  their  disabled
child’s  paths  and  plans.  She  is  a  PhD  candidate  at  the  Annenberg
School for Communication and Journalism at the University of Southern
California,  and  author  of  Digital  youth  with  disabilities.  Meryl’s  work
focuses  on  the  social  and  cultural  implications  of  communication
technologies, with a  focus on disability and digital media, children and
families’ media use and mobile communication
The  new  media  landscape  for  young  people  with  disabilities  is  undergoing  a  significant
technological  and  cultural  shift.¹ With  a  Special Education  section  in  the  Apple  App  Store  and
autism­friendly  film  screenings  and  Broadway  shows,  never  has  more  attention  been  paid  to
disabled young people as a commercial audience.
How are  their parents making sense of such media and  technology?  I explored  this question  in
Home screen home: How parents of children with disabilities navigate family media use.
Among the parents I talked to, I heard a great deal of what I refer to as ‘future talk’. While talking
about  the future  is something that nearly all parents do,  these conversations were characterised
by three main themes:
preparing for the uncertain path of their child’s individual growth
developing contingency plans in light of a society largely unprepared for the needs of their child as an
adult








During my  interview with  Vanessa,  we  discussed Moira’s  evolving media  preferences. Much  to
Vanessa’s bemusement, she mentioned that she had recently discovered that Moira liked country
music. “I’m playing all  this rock for her, because that’s what  I  like,” Vanessa said. “But she’s her
own  person.  If  [Moira]  likes  country music,  then  I  need  to  expose  her  to  that. We’ll  see. Who
knows, she may be a country girl.”








For  Vanessa,  parenting  for Moira’s  digital  future  includes  ensuring  that Moira’s media  interests











digital  future,  she  was  also  preparing  Moira  for  a  world  ill­prepared  to  accommodate  her











same  time  frame. She spoke of  her  frustration with  their  local  police department, which did not
have  adequate  training  for  how  to  work  with  autistic  individuals  who  communicate  through
electronic speech aids. She also expressed anger at her local school district for violating Moira’s
educational  right  to  assistive  technology  on  multiple  occasions.  Some  futures  seem  more
inevitable than others to parents of young people with disabilities.
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Looking to the future
Preparing  for  the unpredictability of  their child’s development, coming up with contingency plans
for  their  child’s  transition  into  adulthood,  and awaiting  technology  that  could  aid  those plans  all
shape how parents  of  disabled  young people  conceive  of  a  digital  future. Vanessa and Moira’s
story  raises a number of questions about what  it means  to  raise children with a disability  in  the
digital age:
How might we, as a society, build digital and social spaces where families of young people with
disabilities – across class, racial, ethnic and linguistic backgrounds – can feel welcome, safe and
supported?
What services and policy changes are needed so that these digital and social spaces can serve families in
the most effective ways?
Do existing theories of parental mediation adequately explain the role of media and technology in the
lives of disabled children and their families, especially as these children transition into adulthood?
What might parents of non-disabled children learn from how parents of disabled children develop
strategies for navigating family media use?
The  relationship  between  disabled  children  and  the  digital  future  is  a  complicated  one,  as
evidenced by their parents’ ‘future talk’. As critical disability studies scholar Alison Kafer notes, the
future  is  often  popularly  imagined  as  a  time  in  which  disability  either  does  not  exist,  or  it  is
assumed  that  a  future  lived with  disability  is  no  future  at  all.  Kafer  calls  on  readers  to  imagine
disability  as  an  asset  to  our  collective  futures.  In  turn,  digital  producers,  policy­makers  and
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